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Life of Christ
BLOG

—by Marc Turnage

Between the world of the Old and New Testaments, Judaism underwent a 
transformation, which included the emergence of a very humane attitude 
that sees “my” relationship with God as directly connected to “how I 
relate to other people.” We all love to be forgiven and we love to think 
about God’s forgiveness for us. We like it when other people forgive us. 
But this week, we are talking about Jesus’ call upon us to forgive. 

Throughout Jesus’ teachings, such as in the Beatitudes, we find this 
saying: “Blessed are those who show mercy, for they will receive mercy.” 
Jesus teaches His disciples to pray, “Forgive us, as we have forgiven.” 
Then after the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6, He says, “For I tell you that if 
you forgive when others sin against you, then your heavenly Father will 
forgive you” (Matthew 6:14).

If I want to receive God’s forgiveness, I need to forgive you. But if I want 
to treat you with judgment and vengeance, then I need to be ready 
to experience God’s judgment and vengeance. The barometer of my 
relationship with God is how I treat others. Therefore, maybe one of the 
best ways that all of us can treat others is to forgive them. 

Jesus uses several parables to articulate three different aspects of His 
call to forgiveness. But before we take a look at those, let me explain that 
within the first century, people used the metaphor of “debt” to speak 
about sin. We see this in the Lord’s Prayer, “Forgive us our debts, as we 
have forgiven our debtors.” Debt was seen as something that was owed 
to someone that needed to be repaid. So, when we find stories about 
debts and the forgiveness of debts, we need to understand that He’s 
talking about the forgiveness of sin. 

A Call to Forgive
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In Matthew 18, Peter asks Jesus, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin 
against me and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” Jesus said 
to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven.” To 
illustrate the magnitude of His response, Jesus then tells a little parable. 
Pause for a moment to read Matthew 18:23-35.

Now, the sum of 10,000 talents represents a lifetime of money that is 
impossible to be repaid. But notice that he owes a debt to the king. 
This parable’s point is that this servant, with insurmountable debt, was 
forgiven out of mercy by his lord. Yet, he refuses to extend mercy and 
forgiveness to his fellow servant, ultimately causing him to face the 
judgment of his lord.

Forgiveness is not just about what God has done for us.
Forgiveness is about what we show to others.

In Jesus’ final statement, “So also will my Father in Heaven do to those 
of you who do not forgive,” He’s punctuating that forgiveness is not just 
about what God has done for us. Forgiveness is about what we show to 
others. Jesus will repeatedly say in the Gospels, “Be merciful, as your 
Father in heaven is merciful.” If we want God’s mercy, we must be merciful 
to others. If we want to be forgiven, we must forgive. That’s the point of 
this parable, but Jesus frames the idea of forgiveness, again dealing with 
our fellows, a little bit differently in another parable in Luke 16. 

Here Jesus tells one of His more troubling parables because He 
makes the hero of this story an immoral, dishonest steward. We don’t 
necessarily want to do that when we’re sharing the Good News of God, 
but this is what Jesus does. Please understand something culturally: 
Often, parable tellers like Jesus would make characters either amoral or 
immoral because it created a certain interest and rhetorical tension in 
the story that captured the audience’s attention. Again, take a moment to 
read this parable found in Luke 16:1-9.

If you notice, the steward is being summoned to account for his behavior 
with the threat of being judged. So he essentially says, “I don’t have the 
desire or the skills to do anything else, so I’ve got to figure out what I can 
do so that people will receive me.” Now notice something. In this parable, 
Jesus is talking again about debts, and as we’ve said, “debt” means 
“sin.” But to whom is the debt owed? The debt is owed to the master. Pay 
attention to this:

“He said, ‘A hundred measures of oil.’ He said, ‘Take your bill, 
and sit down quickly and write fifty.’ Then he said to another, 
‘And how much do you owe?’ And he said, ‘A hundred measures 
of wheat.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, and write eighty.’
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The master commended the dishonest steward for his shrewdness. 
For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own 
generation than the sons of light. And I tell you, make friends for 
yourselves by means of unrighteous mammon, so that when it fails they 
may receive you into eternal habitations.

You may be wondering, “What is going on?” And that’s a fair question! 
This steward was preparing to give an account to his master of his 
misdeeds. Knowing that he needs to find a landing place outside of his 
master’s employment, he goes to his master’s debtors—those who owe a 
debt to the master—and he starts to forgive them. 

It’s not just about forgiving those who owe us something.
It’s also how we treat those who have debts to God.

What Jesus is talking about here is how we deal with those who have a 
debt of sin to God. You see, it’s not just about forgiving those who owe 
us something. It’s also how we treat those who have debts to God. Who 
did Jesus hang out with? Tax collectors, harlots, and sinners. This was a 
problem for some of the religious authorities of His day. The number one 
criticism of Jesus by the Pharisees is who He ate and who He hung out 
with. Jesus rebuts those criticisms by saying, “It is not the healthy and 
the righteous who need a doctor, but those who are sick” (see Mark 2:17).

How do you treat people who have a debt to God? The individuals in this 
parable weren’t seeking the resolution of their debt. The steward went to 
them and forgave part of their debt. How do we handle those around us? 
That’s the point of this parable.

It’s interesting that Jesus also uses the phrase, “The sons of this world 
deal more shrewdly than the sons of light.” In the first century, we know 
of a Jewish sect that referred to themselves as “The Sons of Light.” This 
isolationist sect was responsible for writing the world-famous Dead 
Sea Scrolls, and they believed in strict dualism. They divided the world 
between the Sons of Light—themselves—and the Sons of Darkness—
everyone else. They understood the statement in Leviticus 19:18, “Love 
your neighbor as yourself.” Their neighbor was only the members of their 
isolated sect. But for everyone else, they were hoping for God’s judgment 
and vengeance, so much so that they wouldn’t even enter into economic 
dealings with “the Sons of Darkness” because they did not want to 
mingle the money of righteousness with that of unrighteousness. 

Jesus hits against such a sectarian outlook that divides the world 
between Us and Them. He calls upon His disciples to be those who offer 
God’s mercy and forgiveness to the sinful. Is that something we’re doing? 
There are plenty of opportunities like this in our world, but are we looking 
for them? Where would Jesus be if He were here with us today? Who 
would He be around? Who would He be hanging out with?
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As we conclude today, let’s look at one final parable concerning our call 
to forgive. This parable is very famous, but we miss the point because 
we’ve misnamed it. We call it “The Parable of the Prodigal Son.” Why is 
this misnamed? Because the younger son, who we call “the Prodigal,” is 
not the main character of the story. This is a parable about a father and 
his two sons. The real call to action hinges on the older brother. It’s that 
character that Jesus intends for us to find ourselves in. For the final time 
today, pause for a moment to read this parable in Luke 15:11-32.

Understand, culturally, that this young man has just asked his father to 
die so that he can get what’s coming to him. And in a culture of honor and 
shame, this was scandalous. Jesus’ audience would have been shocked 
by the hubris of this young man. 

Notice “them” in verse 12. It’s not just the younger son who receives his 
inheritance, but the older son received his as well, and the division of 
inheritance was not 50/50. Culturally, it went two-thirds to one-third, 
with the lion’s share going to the older son, who also would now be the 
de-facto head of the house. The father can still preside over the house, 
but the one controlling the land, the property, and the wealth is now the 
older son. And he has a cultural obligation to heal the rift created by the 
younger son’s request for an early inheritance, yet he does nothing. 

We often hear in Jewish parables about a person going off to a far 
country. This phrase in verse 13 refers to living among the Gentiles 
and living in Gentile ways. Now some of you who are a little older may 
remember the old Willie Nelson song, “Mamas, Don’t Let Your Babies 
Grow Up to Be Cowboys.” Well, Jewish mamas sing, “Mamas, don’t let 
your babies grow up to be pig farmers!” 

Jesus’ point is that this son has now gotten to the absolute lowest of the 
lows, and it is at this point that he longs to return to his father’s house. 
However, he has a mistaken view of his father: he sees him as a master 
to a servant, not a father to a son. It’s telling that the father accepts him 
back as a son and as an heir, not as a servant. Besides, servants didn’t 
wear shoes (see verse 22).

We often view this parable through the lens of the younger son who 
wanders off from the father and squanders his life, but comes back and 
is embraced by his compassionate and loving father. This same parable 
of the wayward son returning to his father is told and retold many times 
within ancient Jewish parables. However, Jesus adds something unique, 
which becomes the main punch of the parable, starting in verse 25: 

“Now his elder son was in the field; and as he came and 
drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. And 
he called to one of the servants and asked what this meant. 
And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father 
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has killed the fatted calf because he has received him safe 
and sound.’ But he was angry and refused to go in. His father 
came out to him...

Remember, who was the one responsible for trying to heal the family 
rift? It was the older brother, but he hadn’t acted. The father went to the 
younger son upon his return; in the same way, he also goes out to the 
older brother. The father is merciful to both children. However, the older 
son has the same mistaken idea about the father: he is a master to be 
served, not a merciful father who loves his children. The older son also 
distances himself from his brother, calling him “this son of yours” when 
speaking to his father.

But, remarkably, the father flips this around: “And he said to him, ‘Son, 
you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was fitting to 
make merry and be glad, for this, your brother was dead, and is alive; he 
was lost, and is found,’” (Luke 15:31-32).

Do we recognize that even those who are wayward
are our brothers?

Jesus intentionally leaves us hanging. Does the older brother go into the 
house or stay in the field? Jesus expects His audience to find themselves in 
the older brother, so the answer to what the older brother does is up to how 
you and I respond to the parable. Do we stay out in the field, or do we go in? 
Do we recognize that even those who are wayward are our brothers? Do we 
hear the call to forgive, to show mercy as the Father has shown mercy? 

Jesus lived in a period of great turmoil and conflict. Judaism was in 
conflict with both the Romans and within itself, as many were drawing 
the Us versus Them lines. Jesus steps into that mix, reminding His 
listeners that they are to forgive the way God has forgiven them. 

If we do not show mercy the way God has shown us mercy, we will not receive 
mercy, either. At the same time, we must forgive—even those who are on the 
outskirts, the sinners, those who have debts between them and God. 

 

Question   How do you treat people who have a debt to God? How do you 
actively seek opportunities to interact with people who don’t know Jesus?

Prayer Starter   Jesus, please forgive me for holding others to a standard 
of perfection that I can’t keep. I receive Your forgiveness, and I ask that, 
because of Your mercy, You help me love others the way You do—especially 
those who don’t know You or who don’t have the hope in You that You have 
graciously shown me. Use me to share with others Your love for them. 
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Family Chat   Do you know someone who used to be a friend but isn’t a 
friend anymore? If so, what happened?

Take Action   Meet with your life group and talk through both the 
questions you’ve answered this week and the challenges you have faced 
(or are still facing!) as you follow Jesus. Be honest about what’s worked 
for you, as well as areas where you may have missed the mark.


